Abstract. The effects of experience on prey and prey-patch choice were compared between two species of marine predatory crabs. The blue crab, Callinectes sapidus Rathbun, is highly mobile and forages in a variety of estuarine and lagoonal habitats. The Atlantic mud crab, Panopeus herbstii H. MilneEdwards, is smaller and less mobile and is found mostly in oyster reefs and on shelly bottoms. In the laboratory, crabs were offered a choice between two prey types (juvenile hard clams, Mercenaria mercenaria Linné, and juvenile oysters, Crassostrea virginica Gmelin) following a preliminary phase in which crabs were trained to feed on clams only, oysters only or a mixture of the two prey types. In field enclosures, crabs were offered a choice between patches of juvenile hard clams located in an inter-tidal salt marsh and in an adjacent unvegetated inter-tidal flat after they were trained to feed in either one of the two habitat types. Both in the laboratory prey-choice and the field prey-patch choice experiments, blue crabs modified their foraging behaviour depending on previous experience. The effect of experience on their foraging behaviour did not diminish after 24 hours. Experience had no significant effects on the foraging behaviour of mud crabs. Differences in the ecological contexts (e.g. in the variability of prey quality and availability) in which the two species forage may explain the greater effect of experience on the blue crab foraging behaviour, although alternative explanations cannot be ruled out.
Incomplete knowledge about food quality and distribution is important in determining foraging decisions (Stephens & Krebs 1986; Mangel & Clark 1988) . The effects of learning (in the sense of estimating unknown environmental parameters based on past experience) on foraging decisions have been included in several foraging models (e.g. Kacelnik & Krebs 1985; McNamara & Houston 1985; Bernstein et al. 1988 Bernstein et al. , 1991 Real 1991; Sih 1992) . Few empirical studies, however, have attempted to quantify how much animals are able to learn and remember about the quality and distribution of food in their natural environment (Kacelnik et al. 1990; Krebs et al. 1990; Dukas & Real 1991; Real 1991) .
Foragers can reduce uncertainty by sampling their environment and using this information to estimate environmental parameters or to update previous estimates (Bush & Mosteller 1955; Stephens & Krebs 1986) . Some animals, however, may not have the mobility or the cognitive capacity needed to sample their environment and update estimates of environmental parameters. External constraints on a forager's activity, for example exposure to physical stress or to predators, may also make sampling too costly. Under these scenarios, predators might base their foraging decisions on simple 'rules-of-thumb' (Janetos & Cole 1981; Bouskila & Blumstein 1992) . Predators that learn about food quality and distribution in their environment are expected to modify their foraging behaviour according to their past experience, but predators that use decision rules are expected to have relatively inflexible behaviour patterns. Several authors have argued that flexible or stereotyped behaviour patterns may be favoured under different ecological conditions (Kamil & Mauldlin 1987; Dukas & Real 1991 , 1993 Healy 1992) .
Animals with large foraging ranges are likely to encounter a wide variety of foraging situations. An ability to modify foraging behaviours following experience may be adaptive for these predators, because it allows them to modify foraging
